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Jonas Hronek
Most Famous Among the First Danes
in New York
by Ebba Tang Frandsen

Information for this article is excerpted from Carlo
Christensen's book, De Ferste Danske i New York, Nyt Nordisk
Forlag - Arnold Busch - Kj!6benhavn, 1953. Carlo Christensen
was for many years Cultural Attache with the Danish Embassy
in Washington, D.C., a position in which he served with great
distinction. Carlo Christensen states in the Forward that the
book is the result of research carried on for 20 years in his
spare time, and that there is still much material to be
researched.
At the time of the Dutch colony in New Nederland, there
were at least 200 colonists of Scandinavian origin, and it is
possible that half of these were Danes who had emigrated
from Denmark in Dutch ships. This article will refer to a few
of the best known Danes from this period, 1630-1664, and will
deal in some detail with one Jonas Branck.
The first Danish family that has been recorded as living on
the island of Manhattan was Jan Jansen Van Breestede (so
called by the Dutch). The Danish name is Jan Jansen (or Jens
Jensen) from Bredsted in South Jutland. It was a Dutch habit
to add the birthplace to a name and also to make the name
sound Dutch .
There are many examples of this; one such is J!6rgen
Thomsen from Ribe who was named Jurian Thomassen Van
Ripen. Many are ancestors of well known families of Danish
origin living today in the United States, though with Dutch
sounding names. In some cases the names were changed after
arrival in the colony, i.e. Christian Barentsen who lived on
one of the town's sharp corners became "Van Horn" (Dutch
for corner) - Christian Van Horn . Laurens Andriessen who
lived by some bushes near the church was called Laurens Van
Buskirk and is the ancestor of a very well known American
family, Van Buskirk. In some cases one has to be careful in
asserting that the names are Danish, but fortunately there are
firm records to prove it in these cases.
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Jan Jansen' s family may be the biggest Danish family to
arrive at the colony until 1636. It consisted of Jan and his
wife Engelye, Jan Jr. and three daughters: Dorothea, Elsye and
Tryntie. All four of them were married on Manhattan Island
before 1650, and thus must have been born in Denmark . Jan
Jansen did not live long in the new land, but records show
clearly that his widow on the first of September, 1641, was
married to Egbert Woutersen, which means that he could
have lived here five years . In spite of his early death, his life
was significant because he is the father of the well known
American family, Van Breestede, and his children were
leaders in the new colony. They were very religious and well
respected by fellow citizens, as noted in the church records
of that time - about 1636. I
Several other Danish families came and joined the Dutch
colony. Among them were Jonas Bronck and Jochem
Pietersen Kuyter, who arrived on the ship, "Trojas Brand",
thought to be owned by Bronck. All came as colonists to
cultivate the new found land around the Hudson river that
the Englishmen located for the Dutch West India Company in
1609. In reading about these Danes of the 17th century it
must be remembered that some came from the part of
Denmark that today is Germany. On the island of Manhattan
where all the Dutch boats landed and had their fortifications,
only poor grasslands were found for cultivation, mostly rocky
and underlaid with stone, yet it was an ideal landing place for
ships, having a natural harbor and a deep river all the way to
Albany . On the tip of Manhattan Island the Dutch founded
their trading posts with the Indians . In 1631 the West India
Company no longer needed Peter Minuit as governor-general
of New Nederland and called him back to Holland . In many
ways his period had been a time of growth and wealth for
both the colonists and the homeland . After his time, bloody
encounters with the Indians killed 32 people while they were
peacefully cultivating their fields . It is from the next
governor's time that we have the first records of Danes in the
colony.
Most famous among the Danes who came to this
continent during the Dutch period were Jonas Bronck and
Jochem Pietersen Kuyter, who was captain of the ship, "Trojas
Brand". These two were the first white men to buy and
cultivate land just north of Manhattan Island. Kuyter, whose
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name may have been Kayser in Denmark, was married to
Jonas Bronck's sister. Kuyter and Bronck, notable leaders in
the public life of the new settlers, were among the founders
of "New Amsterdam", as New York was called in the Dutch
period . Their history is recorded in the public library of
Albany, New York, and in the Library of Congress in
Washington, D .C. The name Bronx is derived from Bronck.
The whole borough northeast of Manhattan is Bronx. Bronck
was a man of the world, well read and well-to-do. In his ship
he brought with him all that was needed to start a large
farming venture, including horses, cows, implements and
wagons . Families had already been engaged by Bronck to
work on his land in payment of their fare . He also brought a
large collection of books, which must have been one of the
first libraries in the New World. He had sailed for a few years
and had had business with the Dutch, and that may have
given him the idea of acquiring land and settling in "New
Amsterdam", but he had also been a student at Copenhagen
University and it is surmised that his father was a minister on
the Faroe Islands, belonging to Denmark. It appears that
Bronck was the first really significant farmer in this area
where the colonists had had to import most of their grains
and other footstuffs from Holland.
The historian Niels Andersen did archival research on the
Faroe Islands where Bronck came from . His findings are in a
book : "Faer!ISerne 1600-1709". He published an article which
stated that Jonas Bronck had attended Roskilde latinskole and
the University of Copenhagen from which he matriculated,
supposedly in his thirties. Andersen states that Jonas Bronck
was not registered in his own name at the university, but as
Johannes Martini Farinsulanis, which means Johannes son of
Morten from the Faroes. There are several blank spaces in the
data about his early life, but enough is known to give an
almost complete account. He had traveled a great deal in his
youth before becoming a student at the University of Copenhagen and he is beyond doubt the Dane of this period that
has been most thoroughly researched . What we know about
him is both interesting and remarkable. It is believed that he
studied theology in Copenhagen and also acquired some insight into jurisprudence. This knowledge was an advantage to
himself as well as to the colonists, and no doubt was an
important factor in the important role he played in the
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colony . Nothing can be said for certain about his interest in
coming to America, but one theory is that he possibly sailed
for several years under the Dutch flag . Related is the theory
that he had been engaged in business, had prospered, and
had become aware of the possibilities of "the new world"
through his business connections .
Bronck's collection of books shows him to be a religious
man , and one interested in law and medicine. Above all he
loved peace and was looked up to, both by the community
and by the Indians, as a man who could be trusted . It took
courage at that time to move so far north from Manhattan to
start a colony . They were far from the fortress and defenses
the Dutch had built on Manhattan Island, and Indians often
raided and burned what they had produced . It was a land
without roads - only Indian trails and paths that led to their
hunting areas. It was the Weekquaes that lived in this part of
New Nederland and all the way up to Younkers and Tarrytown , where some colonists had ventured . Indian villages
occupied what is now Dobbs Ferry, Tarrytown and White
Plains. To them the right to farm the land and to hunt on it
were the only important considerations . They did not understand " ownership" in the same way the white man did . When
Peter Miniut bought Manhattan Island, they understood it as
a loan of the right to hunt, fish and farm. When the colonists
let their animals go freely to pasture, it happened that their
cows would venture into the Indian fields of corn and
tobacco . It was thus that the trouble and fighting often had
their beginnings - just at the time when Bronck was settling
in " New Amsterdam" . Bronck, Kuyter and other Danes that
came to the colony in 1639, had grave difficulties with which
to contend because at that time there were serious troubles
and misunderstandings with the Indians.
At the request of the Indians a peace treaty between the
Indians and the Dutch was agreed to and signed in Bronck's
home, which was called Emmaus. A painting depicting this
treaty signing shows a large fireplace against the wall. Bronck
is leaning on the table. Everything in the room shows wealth
in accordance with what would be found in a rich person's
home of the time . At the table sits Governor Kieft, pointing to
the place on the document where the Indian chieftains are to
put their marks . This historical incident is witnessed by
Bronck, three of the colony's magistrates and as many
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Indians. The treaty was signed March 28, 1642, but like all
treaties before and since did not last very long. The warfare
started again less than a year later, and this time was more
gruesome and devastating than before: houses were burned,
animals and people slaughtered and whole fields and storehouses with grain were burned to the ground.
Jonas Bronck was very well known and thought of for his
peace endeavours and was well liked and trusted by the
Indians. We do not know about his death, except that he died
in 1643, less than 4 years after his arrival. Although it is not
unlikely, it cannot be proved that he was a casualty of his
peace cause.
In this Dutch colony the Danish settlers located around
the Harlem river, with Jonas Bronck, Pieter Andriesen and
Laurents Duyts north of the river and Jochem Pietersen Kuyter
and Barent Jansen Blom south of the river on the two islands
at the place where the Harlem river runs into the East river.
The daily chores and the struggle to make a living must have
occupied them fully . For entertainment they may have taken
an occasional trip to the tip of Manhattan. Pieter Andriessen
was the first to open an inn, outside New Amsterdam proper,
at the initiation of William Kieft, who started a livestock
market at Bowling Green. This became an attraction that also
interested people living outside New Amsterdam.
Bronck's property in the Bronx, upon his death became
the property of his widow Teuntje Teurians, and their son
Peter Jonassen Bronck, until 1656. She married Arent Van
Curler who was sheriff of Rensselaer (Albany) and caretaker of
his cousin's (Killian Van Rensselae's) great estate. Arent Van
Curler was descended from one of Holland's first families . He
was a gifted and well read young man when he sailed from
Holland to become secretary and accountant for the colony
at "Renssalaerwyck". Like most who came, he was religious
and it was he who initiated the beginning of the first church
in Albany. History records that for many years Indians
referred to all Dutch governors as "Curlers", because they said
it was the name of the white man they respected and could
trust.
Peter Jonassen Bronck also came to Albany . Since he had
inherited a great deal of property, he was already a rich man.
The elder Bronck had a will which is on record in Albany in
"New York Colonial Manuscripts". Also in the state library are

-96-

many notes about Peter Branck, and some of them are
written by members of his own family. From these one can
see that he owned several lots inside Albany . At the Hudson
river side he built a brewery, and later he owned an inn. Peter
Branck sold his properties in Albany in 1662 and bought land
in Coxsackie, three miles south of Albany. He enlarged this
farm later. He had two sons, Jan and Peter. He built a house
about 1663, which is still standing, and is the oldest house in
the county . Since Peter Bronck's time it has always been
occupied by his descendants in a straight line. It is now
owned by a local historical society and is of great interest.
From "Ye Olden Times" published in 1935 and containing
articles made public in 1889 in the Coxsackie News, it is
stated that Jonas Branck arrived in 1639 as the first of the
family in America . He was known then (1889) as the first
white colonist north of the Harlem river. His son Peter (Pieter)
was ceded a piece of land by the Dutch Magistrates and the
Indians in 1662 in Coxsackie, and the next year (1663) he built
the old stone house on the property. In 1738 a brick house
was built, and in 1792 an addition was built to the old stone
house in which Adelaide Branck was born . She was of the
eighth generation that lived in it, and the ninth generation
after Jonas Branck . Adelaide. was the mother of Leonard B.
Lampmam, who deeded the house to the historical society,
and is of the 10th generation . That the property has been
owned and lived in by one family in so many generations, is
in itself very unusual. All the Broncks in Greene county are
most likely descendants of this family . After this follows a
long description of the house that is one of America's few
very well preserved historical buildings from the Dutch
period. The son of Peter, Jan Branck, who was justice of the
peace, inherited the property, and he had six sons and two
daughters.
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